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House of Burgess: Retail drones strike 


Amazon asks FAA to approve testing 


By Rob Burgess 
Tribune columnist 


It was just before 8:30 p.m. July 22, and visitors were enjoying Seattle’s 


iconic Space Needle when it happened. 


“Space Needle security called police ... after several guests reported seeing 
a small drone buzz the top of the Needle, and possibly crash into an 
observation Deck window,” wrote Jonah Spangenthal-Lee in a Seattle Police 


Department press release July 24. “Witnesses then saw the drone ... glide to 


a hotel two blocks east of the Needle, where it landed inside a fifth floor 


room.” 


Thankfully, the 605-foot-tall observation tower, originally built for the 1962 
World’s Fair, reportedly escaped major damage. Police quickly located the 
pilot. He disputed the charge of crashing the Needle, providing footage 


from the drone’s camera. 


“Nothing on the video indicated the drone had hit the Needle,” stated the 


release. 


Also worth noting: Seattle is home of Amazon.com, the world’s largest 


online retailer. 


“The man told police he was an Amazon.com employee visiting from out of 
state, and had recently purchased the drone at a hobby shop,” stated the 


release. 


As I wrote in my Dec. 11, 2013, column, “Amazon’s flying delivery robots,” 
CEO Jeff Bezos revealed to “60 Minutes” Dec. 1, 2013, the company’s latest 
brainchild: Amazon Prime Air. The experimental service would theoretically 
use drones to provide half-hour delivery of objects five pounds or less ina 


10-mile radius from various fulfillment centers. 


“One day, Prime Air vehicles will be as normal as seeing mail trucks on the 


road today,” Amazon confidently stated, both then and now. “We hope the 


[Federal Aviation Administration’s] rules will be in place as early as 


sometime in 2015.” 


Just one slight hiccup: The FAA isn’t budging. In a memo released June 18, 
“Interpretation of the Special Rule for Model Aircraft,” FAA Administrator 
Michael Huerta drew a clear line between drone use for business 


(prohibited) and pleasure (allowed). 


“Any [drone] operation not conducted strictly for hobby or recreation 
purposes could not be operated under the special rule for model aircraft,” 


Huerta said. 


Undeterred, Amazon’s vice president of global public policy, Paul Misener, 


submitted a “Petition for Exemption” July 9 with Huerta. 


“By this petition, Amazon is seeking its first such authorization, in order to 
conduct additional research and development for Prime Air,” Misener said. 
“We are rapidly experimenting and iterating on Prime Air inside our next 


generation research and development lab in Seattle.” 


Yeah, from what I hear from the Space Needle lately, it sounds like the 
rapid experimentation is in full effect in Jet City. Drone mishaps like this are 
inevitable. I was skeptical of Amazon Prime Air from the beginning. And if 
eyewitnesses are to be believed, the Space Needle may have been the 


program ’s first victim. 


Seattle itself is recovering from an uproar last year over the Seattle Police 


Department’s own proposed drones. 


“Mayor Mike McGinn has pulled the plug on the department’s controversial 
drone program even before it got off the ground,” reported Christine 
Clarridge of the Seattle Times Feb. 7, 2013. “The announcement came one 
day after the city held a public hearing on a proposed ordinance outlining 
restrictions for the department’s drone program, which drew vocal 
opposition from numerous citizens concerned with intrusions into their 


privacy.” 


In a March 26, 2013, press release titled “We Drone’t Want Any 
Misunderstanding,” Police Sgt. Sean Whitcomb dashed the future of the 


program altogether. 


“We support council’s legislation on surveillance,” Whitcomb said. “There 


are no plans to reinstate [the program.] ... We’re done with drones.” 


The original police Space Needle press release ends by stating “officers 
then gave the man a crash course on some of Seattle’s recent drone-related 


controversies, and he agreed not to fly his drone in public while in town.” 


Amazon and its employees should take note as they race straight at this 
idea at full speed, their own local law enforcement and citizenry, not to 


mention the FAA, are backing away as fast as they can. 


Rob Burgess, Tribune night editor, may be reached by calling 765-454-8577, 
via email at rob.burgess@kokomotribune.com or on Twitter at 


twitter.com/robaburg. 


